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LESLIE GERALD MATTHEWS
(30 Nov. 1897-24 Feb. 1997)
Leslie Matthews, who died on February 24 at the age ofninety-nine, had a world-wide reputation
as a pharmaceutical historian. He was the author of History of pharmacy in Britain, Royal
apothecaries, Antiques ofthepharmacy, Antiques ofperfume, Pepperers, spicers andapothecaries
ofLondon during the thirteenth andfourteenth centuries, and over 140 papers. His scholarship
broughthiminternational recognition. He was awardedtheUrdang Medalby theAmerican Institute
for the History of Pharmacy in 1968. In 1992, he was the first recipient of the Leslie Matthews
Medal, founded in his honour by the British Society for the History ofPharmacy.
Leslie was aremarkable man, who achieved much in his long life. He was born in Tharston, near
Norwich, into a family of auctioneers. He was apprenticed at Cullen's Pharmacy in Norwich in
1911, when the rate ofpay was nothing for the first year, two shillings (lOp) a week for the second
year, rising to five shillings a week in the fourth year of pupillage. He enlisted in 1916, and was
directed into the infantry. He volunteered as a stretcher-bearer, and was awarded the Military Medal
for his bravery in rescuing the wounded in no-man's-land. He was severely wounded, and narrowly
avoided amputation ofhis right arm.
Invalided out ofthe army, Leslie completed his studies with honours, registered as a pharmacist,
and in 1920, began his distinguished career with Burroughs Wellcome. In 1924, the Company sent
him to Shanghai, to manage the Wellcome operation for all China, but he contracted tropical sprue,
and had to return home after five months. The recognized treatment then was a diet ofstrawberries
or milk. Leslie ruefully recollected returning home in November, with no alternative but to drink a
gallon ofmilk aday. Fortwo years, he was assistant to SirHenry Wellcome. HebecameCompany
Secretary in 1941, and a director of distribution a year later. He travelled extensively on the
company's behalf, setting up subsidiaries in India,New Zealand, Pakistan, Brazil and Argentina. In
the Second World War, he acted as Secretary of the Therapeutic Research Corporation, the British
Insulin Manufacturers' Association and the Ministry of Health Penicillin Committee, helping to
bring about the large-scale production ofpenicillin, and ensuring, for example, the constant supply,
under severe wartimeconditions, ofraw materials forthe production ofinsulin. Afterthatwarcame
his outstanding work for the history ofpharmacy. He was a founder member and past president of
the British Society for the History of Pharmacy, a Fellow ofthe Society of Antiquaries, a member
of the International Academy for the History of Pharmacy, and of Spanish, French, Italian and
Benelux societies.
There is so much to tell about Leslie. He was a humane and civilized man. In the Great War, he
refused promotion, preferring to continue as a stretcher-bearer saving lives, not taking them. This
was an experience which coloured the rest ofhis life: he became strongly opposed to violence. He
had many talents. Before enlisting in 1916, he rose at 6 a.m. to leam to drive lorries before going
on to work in the pharmacy. He read for the Bar whilst fire-watching at night in the London Blitz.
He played the oboe. He was an excellent cook and appreciated fine wines.
He was extremely generous to others. There are many who have memories of particular
kindnesses. Hecontributedfreelyfromhis vastknowledge andexperience. Though hedidn'tsuffer
fools gladly, he nurtured any spark ofenthusiasm orinterest, and actively encouraged many careers.
Leslie had a tremendous talent for friendship. He loved the society of like minds, as witnessed
by his membership ofthe Osler Club, the Savage Club, the Society ofApothecaries, the Society of
Antiquaries, BSHP, the Royal Society ofMedicine ofLondon, and all the international societies of
which he was an honoured member. He was treasured by all his friends. On his last memorable trip
to Paris in 1995, to attend the 32nd International Congress for the History ofPharmacy, he was met
with delight, everyone was so happy to see him again.
All who knew Leslie will remember him with great affection and gratitude.
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